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On 27th of March 2008 I visited Olcott Memorial High School in Besant Nagar, Chennai which was the most humbling experience of my life so far. I went there with the intention to meet Mrs. Lakshmi Suryanarayanan to have a chat about Asha, but what I saw was an introduction to a completely different world.

Having lived in Chennai for 5 years, I had heard about Olcott Memorial High School. That it was a charity school started by Colonel Olcott and run by the Theosophical Society of India is common knowledge in Chennai. What is also a common mis-perception is that, OMHS is like any other government school in India where kids from poor backgrounds study and drop out at the same pace, where teachers are neither motivated nor skilled.

And what an eye opener the experience was!
As soon as you enter the school you are treated to the view of this vast expanse of grounds lined by tall shady trees. This could be the envy of any student who has studied in any school in a metropolitan city where schools compete with corporations and residences for space. Over 700 students are organised into classes from 1st to the 10th standard with attentive teachers guiding them. An energetic young boy guided me to the principal’s room. The principal’s room itself was like no other school - kids walked in with respect but without any fear.

I was greeted by the enthusiastic Mrs. Lakshmi Suryanarayanan who gave me a tour of the school. This is a completely free school where kids are not only given free education, but also free uniforms, books, bags and food. They are also provided with free medical care and priceless personal attention of a teacher who is designated to look after the health of children, accompanying them to the hospital and administering first aid when required. 
The first thing that struck me about the school was that kids understood and spoke in English. A popular perception of government schools is that since education is in mostly Tamil medium (or regional languages) the standard of such schools and the children is not very high. OMHS has taken care of every need of a kid which is not just academic. 

There is an AV room – audio visual room, which has a huge projector television. The cupboards are stocked with various story books with audio sound track that kids could read and listen with personal head sets. There are a couple of computers where kids take turns and learn how to use them.

We next went into the games room – this is where younger students get to unwind with games that help develop all their faculties. An earnest effort has been made in this direction with the choice of games selected. There are games that encourage team work, games that require analytical thinking, using hands, drawings, sounds, sticks, anything that the kids could get their hands on.
We next went into the 4th standard class. Here the teacher was teaching the concept of countable and uncountable.  Their enthusiasm in answering questions put forward by Mrs. Lakshmi was matched only by their near perfect grasp of the concept. Was water countable – No, pat came the reply and was a glass of water countable – of course Yes. The kids definitely seemed disappointed when after asking as many questions as Mrs. Laskhmi and I could we did not have any challenge for them.
Learning mathematics in an interactive way is the first I have seen. Kids from a particular class were seen on the ground in groups of two. Mrs. Lakshmi and I were wondering if they were given a break by their teacher. But we soon found out that they were challenging each other in making simple mathematical calculations and learning naturally using sticks, stones and hands. Give them any sum and they could teach you how any basic problem could be solved – with basic and simple steps.
It was then time for their breakfast meal. Student of a class gathered in the ground for the break. They had a nutritious breakfast of Ragi (a whole grain) kanji. This is a slow energy releasing carbohydrate and will keep the kids active as Mrs. Lakshmi pointed out. Kids are also taught the value of labour – they wash their own plates, dry them and put it in the right spot.
We went back to the principal’s office where a group of kids had assembled. They had beautiful drawings drawn in their books and sat quietly in two rows. Mrs. Lakshmi explained to that these were kids who had a little difficulty in reading. Hence OMHS adopted a rather unconventional way of providing extra training to these children by educating them with the medium of pictures, sounds and imitation.

After completing 10th standard students are given career guidance. They then have the option to pursue higher education. Staff of OMHS ensures that each student who wants to continue studies has economic help through scholarships.

Some of the teachers of OMHS are alumni of the same school. They teach for about two years and are then grabbed by other schools for their experience and knowledge. Hence the school not only provides education but also provides a platform for on the job training and placement.

The school also attracts internationally teachers who come here to do their training and research in unconventional teaching methods. Mrs. Lakshmi herself has a wealth of experience teaching for the last 20 years across India.

These kids might not be as smartly dressed as kids from the nearby private schools, they might walk bare feet, but according to me these superficial things are the only things that differentiate these kids from other kids from middle class families.

The only thing that OMHS lacks that other schools have is adequate funds and resources. Apart from that when it comes to spirit, enthusiasm and intellect it can give any big city school a run for its money.

